Segalen's writing at the dawn of our century opens the door to a jarring and heterogeneous aesthetic of exotic encounter by reevaluating the position of the European abroad as well as the literary forms used to depict the foreign. His first-person narrators include not only European travelers very similar to himself but also a Maori boatman and China's last emperor. Segalen gives the reader every occasion to doubt the authenticity and reality of his experiences. In many of his texts he questions his own literary projects. Always remaining in the aesthetic register, these instabilities of truth value, authenticity, and form serve to enhance the texts and make his travel literature more problematic and fascinating. Aesthetic perceptions of the world (in the literary text as 2 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 27, Iss. 1 [2003] , Art. 4 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol27/iss1/4 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1546 well as in the visual image) allow the traveler to admit, if only momentarily, the possible coexistence of complete or perceived contradiction: of desire and repulsion, of death and life, and of self and other. The aesthetic view of the other allows for an examination of the self vis-a-vis the foreign other's beauty, seductiveness and yet disturbing presence while not inordinately questioning the reality of the self, in either a political or material context. A heterogenous aesthetic which embraces contrast and conflict appeared in nineteenth-century French texts like Hugo's discussion of the grotesque in his preface to Cromwell, fantastic literature and of course in Baudelaire's poetry where repulsion and seduction join forces. Sega len literally takes aspects of this aesthetic on the road and tries to apply it to actual experiences of that which he sees as most foreign and most real: China.
Segalen's travels and texts focus on the quest for an encounter of the imaginaire and the reel. He does not clearly define these terms, the imaginary and the real, or even pay particular attention to them in his "Essai sur l'exotisme," yet they haunt most of his works on China. In Segalen's writing the imaginary and the real are not invested with cultural or historical significance. His imaginaire and reel are figures for the opposition of the fictive and factual, mythical and literal accounts, what he has dreamed and what he has actually seen. For example, in a letter cited in Gilles Manceron's biography of Segalen, he wrote: "Ce n'est ni l'Europe ni la Chine que je suis venu chercher ici, mais une vision de la Chine. Celle-la, je la tiens et j'y mords a pleines dents" 'I came here neither to seek Europe nor China, but a vision of China. I hold that vision and sink my teeth into it' (347). The imaginary and the real China will struggle throughout Segalen's texts, contributing to the ambiguous and almost fantastic nature of the events he recounts. Equipee concludes with a drawing of a dragon and another beast both biting into and pulling at a Chinese coin pierced in the middle. These are the two monsters which will continue to tear at the writer's self: the imaginary and the real.
In In Segalen's aesthetic of difference, diversity and contrast must be maintained at all costs and, most importantly, on the symbolic level. In Equip& Segalen writes, "L'Invente, c'est le Blanc-male, le souffle aux milliers de couleurs. Le Reel sera le Noir-feminin, masse de nuit" 'Invention is the masculine whiteness, the breath of thousands of colors. The Real will be the feminine blackness, a mass of nightness' (2: 282). When Segalen discovers a village that was thought to have long ago disappeared, it is the yang of the yin of the existent village: "Trou du sel blanc" 'White salt hole.' In the mythical "Trou du sel noir" 'Black salt hole' he discovers the past: the black hole in the white half of the symbol. He discovers the real embedded in the imaginary and thus we can conclude that a small white island of the imaginary also persists in the real. The yin yang symbol perfectly captures the interrelatedness of male and female, white and black, and imaginary and real.
Manifestations of Segalen's aesthetic and ways out of his unsuccessful quest for a truly different diverse also appear in Rene Leys. This novel is written in the first person, narrated by a character called Segalen, and relates the narrator's friendship with a young Belgian, Rene Leys, in Peking. Leys will be Segalen's Chinese language instructor, initiator into Chinese society and theater as well as an object of admiration and homoerotic desire. The young man dies by the end of the book but not before leading the narrator to believe that he has secret connections inside the 4 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 27, Iss. 1 [2003] The writer must finally admit that even if he did experience the encounter between real and imaginary, self and other, the only means he has to express this are visual symbols, the drawing of the dragons or the yin-yang, or the aesthetically pleasing but puzzling metaphor of the bell toll of perpetual liminality. The experience remains trapped in the aesthetic. This is the problematic of consciousness for travel writers who write in the space between the exotic dream of literature and the ethnographer's empirical charts. The question remains: how can one ever document the moment of utter difference?
In Segalen's texts when this power play, the meeting and negotiation of the culturally different, manifests itself outside of the purely aesthetic, a symbolic if not literal death awaits those who insist on placing themselves in a liminal reality between cultures and modes of being. Rene Leys, the protagonist of the novel by the same name, is Belgian but feels more at home in China. Leys fatally attempts to both follow European models and enter into the inner sanctums of Chinese society, real or imaginary. One can appreciate the aesthetic from many different loci, yet in Segalen's work the self cannot simultaneously occupy all of these cultural locations. Literary or aesthetic creation affects its object, placing it in a system of values, but also its subject who endeavors to create or influence the aesthetic system by which the object is judged.
Segalen's exoticism is modern and self-conscious and does not seek a synthesis of the diverse, but purports to seek difference above all. In Equip ee he writes, "L'exotisme n'est pas celui que le mot a déjà tant de fois prostitue. L'exotisme est tout ce qui est Autre. Jouir de lui est apprendre a deguster le Divers" 'Exoticism is not that which the word has pimped so many times. Exoticism is everything which is other. Taking pleasure from exoticism means learning to savor the diverse' (2: 318). Like the sublime, this is an aesthetic of experience rather than an ethics or a means 6 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 27, Iss. 1 [2003] I retain the precise meaning for the word 'aesthetic' from a precise science which knowledge professionals have imposed on the word and which it retains. It is at once the science of the spectacle and the beautification of the spectacle. It is the most marvelous tool of knowledge. It is the knowledge which can only be and which should only be the means, not of all the beauty in the world, but of the part of beauty which each spirit, whether it wants to or not, has, develops or neglects. It is the correct [ This a very personalized vision of the aesthetic which implies the participation of the individual. The aesthetic seems to find its place in the act of creating, the how and why of creation as well as witnessing a spectacle of beauty. Three elements, the spectacle, its mise en beaute, and the individual's knowledge participate in this aesthetic. For Segalen the subject's personal experience of itself becomes the only site of beauty production. However, ex-ternal forces must act on the subject to set off the "vision propre du monde" 'unique vision of the world.' As Sega len writes in his essay on the exotic, "le sujet epouse et se confond pour un temps avec l'une des parties de l'objet, et le Divers &late entre lui et l'autre partie. Autrement, pas d'exotisme" 'the subject weds and confuses itself with one of the object's parts for a while, and the Diverse explodes between the subject and the other part. Otherwise there is no exoticism' (1: 767). For the exotic experience to occur, there must be both union and difference in the two sites of self and other. The dialectics of vision at work in Equipee generally falls under the problematic of either making the foreign strange or making it familiar in order to represent it.
In Equipee writing becomes a tool for negotiating between the imaginaire and the reel. Sega len states that his journey is an attempt to answer the question: "l'Imaginaire dechoit-il ou se renforce quand on le confronte au Reel?" 'Does the Imaginary weaken or strengthen when one confronts it with the Real?' (2: 267). He wishes to compare the China he imagined or read about with the real physical place. He writes: "11 n'est ici question que de chercher en quelles mysterieuses cavernes du profond de l'humain ces mondes divers peuvent s'unir et se renforcent a la plenitude" 'Here it is only a question of in which mysterious caverns of the depths of the human element the diverse worlds can unite and reinforce each other to plenitude' (1: 266). The jarring experience of being depayse, removed from oneself and one's country in the encounter with the other, cannot easily be portrayed in any medium even if it has been drawn out of the depths of human experience. The delusion of travel writing, that of conquering or at least mastering the world through language and then transporting this vision in texts, is a temptation for Segalen even as he realizes that this is ultimately a homogenizing process, removing the delicious sensation of difference by writing the strange into the familiar. In order to communicate difference it must be described in known terms or one writes a text that estranges the reader by trying to replicate the experience of strangeness. To place reality into words one must fragment the vision, break it down into communicable elements: color, smell, shape.
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 27, Iss. 1 [2003] never see what he has imagined nor could his imagination have provided the images that he actually witnesses in China. Thus language, far from uniting the imaginary and the real, only reveals its own weakness as an aesthetic tool for recounting difference. Just as the real and the imaginary can never compare, simple words cannot truly reveal the real lived experience or the exotic dreamed China.
As his journey becomes increasingly real through physical suffering Segalen realizes that the words of his writing can no longer conjure up the mysterious imaginary that was formerly in their power. These words are but shells filled with the echo of the imaginary. Distance is necessary in order to place the experience of difference into language. The vocabulary of exoticism loses its power when face to face with the supposedly exotic. Segalen expresses this difficulty of writing difference: "le plus grand nombre de ces mots ne m'evoquent plus rien du tout. Il n'y a pas de reponse A l'appel. Il n'y a pas de communication. Les 284) . This difficulty of expression occurs not only when writing on the exotic but when writing about the extra-subjective world which writers perceive as more and more different from themselves. This inability to place the reel into language reaches an obvious apex in the figure of Sartre's Roquentin in La Naas& who cannot write a word about his own travels nor about the world he inhabits. Ironically this does not prevent him, or Segalen, from actually producing texts which become reflections on their own impossibility.
The search for a language that can function in the immediate, fixing an impression as rapidly as a photograph, will ultimately lead to nothing more than a postmodern dilemma where symbol after symbol after sign crumbles without a referential real. The physical reality of the experience cannot be portrayed without the material body living in the moment. Even the notion of material experience has a tenuous connection with reality in the context of travel literature. The language of the exotic experience must be written on or through the body. Exoticism has been traditionally linked with the erotic, calling for a physical response on the part of the viewer or reader. The encounter with the other demands a physical element of proof of experience; otherwise, one is no more than an armchair traveler or a voyeur living second hand through the experiences of others. A purely textual experience cannot satisfy a modern aesthetic which wishes to look behind and beyond oniric perceptions of reality.
In Segalen's writings the body never quite finds its proper place in the experience of difference. One can sense a desire for physicality yet there is always distance between the subject's body and the body of the other. The human being of soul and matter, real and imaginary, is surrounded by the only organ that, according to Segalen, can experience self and other at once, the skin. "La peau est un admirable organe . . . le seul qui puisse, pour ainsi dire, jouir de son organe jumeau: d'autres peaux" 'Skin is an admirable organ, the only one which can, so to speak, take plea-sure in its twin organ: other skins' (2: 287). Through the body one can thus be both subject and object or self and other. The sense of touch has long been privileged as having greater truth value than the sense of sight. The eyes can be fooled more easily than the skin. Despite this poetic expression of twin organs, never in Equip& does Sega len actually describe the sensation of another skin. His encounters with the other remain dreamed and thus aestheticized above all. He does not indulge the erotic facet of exoticism or act like an ethnographer, seeking physical data on the foreign other in its quotidian reality.
Chinese coolies, real men, were an important part of the expedition in Equipee. Segalen's strangely futurist rather than ethnographic or exoticizing gaze transforms these human others into nothing more than a mass of muscles and bones capable of carrying great weight. The Chinese man becomes a human machine. At some points, to Segalen's dismay, he is carried on a coolie's back, the twin organs being thus in great proximity. This fear of directly experiencing another body, albeit very removed, reads like a tourist guide to pre-revolutionary China and one unwilling to take on the more difficult aspects of Chinese society. Sega len treats his porters worse than any pack animal. He feels more attachment for the horse which he has bought than for the hired porter and claims that "l'on s'attache naturellement moins a l'homme vulgaire qu'a la bête rare" 'Naturally one becomes less attached to a vulgar man than to a rare beast' (2: 296). The man who carries him is never placed in a system of value. To do so would necessitate a dialogue about the reel of the porter which could be too troubling. In a shockingly dehumanizing revery, Sega len even fantasizes about the best way to render his porters more like horses, with bits and bridles or using nose rings and spurs. The black and white of the real and the imaginary serve as a pretext for omitting the political from the discourse of diversity. The porter has become a Chinese object. The desire for an encounter with the other is transposed onto subjectified objects rather than the objectified man.
In the tradition of exoticism objectification usually takes place with the foreign female body. Dead and foreign bodies are
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refer to each instant of this book and see whether for each line the dose of beauty, of value, which the real gave to me, surpassed the promise of the imaginary, which is mixed in to all the words. Thus I would trace a sinuous, broken and cracked line, an arabesque cracked in fits and starts sometimes as noble as a parabole, sometimes fleeing towards the irrational, but which in punctually comparing the distance between the expected, the desired and the found, the given-could place me with an ironic and impassible precision. (2: 318) Equipee does not resolve itself. The text which began with the notion that "Tout est immobile et suspendu" 'all is immobile and suspended' (2: 265) ends with "l'etre en un mot reste fierement inconnu" 'in a word, the being remains proudly unknown' (2: 320). The beginning and the end of the voyage thus remain suspended in time and mystery. The self, despite or because of its unexpected appearance as a young specter, is unknown and nothing more. The aesthetic experience reveals itself through the creation of a text which is all that remains of the encounter between real and imaginary. This is finally a text which is exotic in many of its descriptions but ultimately ethnographic in its documentary aims, or perhaps even a precursor of the late twentieth-century search for the inner child as a journey through space and time.
The quest in Rene Leys is of a different sort. The author comes to Peking in order to write a book about the already deceased Emperor. In this novelistic account he must create a character separate from the narrator and who can bridge the gap between the dreamed of and eternally desired object of the text, the Emperor, and the actual object of the text, Segalen himself. Writing in Rene Leys directs and shapes the space of the encounter with the other through a literary figure who is and is not Segalen. Segalen as narrator can thus observe the Chinese and operate once removed through time, space, and language, thus seeking the distance required to write the exotic. The character Rene Leys is both self and other, Chinese and European, young and old, sexual and asexual, fictive and real and above all aesthetically pleasing. In action he is handsome, free movement in the air, on horseback or galloping through a story, with fewer acts and gestures but rather a beautifully contained domination of the act and what it says. And it is impossible to forget the persistance of his shadowed gaze, abruptly dilated. (2: 513) As a fictional figure Leys, who was nonetheless based on a real man, Maurice Roy, can negotiate the irreconcilable dialectics set up by Segalen's aesthetic of the diverse and his questions on representation.
This book is a project in negativity, although it ultimately seduces the reader with its novelistic elements. Sega len tells us what the text will not be: "J'avais cru le [le livre] tenir d'avance, plus 'fini,' plus vendable que n'importe quel roman patente [...] Mieux qu'un recit imaginaire, it aurait eu, a chacun de ses bonds dans le reel, l'emprise de toute la magie enclose dans ces murs ou je n'entrerai pas" 'I believed that I grasped the book ahead of time, more 'finished', more saleable than any copyrighted novel.
. . . Better than an imaginary tale, with each of its leaps into the real, it would have held all of the magic enclosed in these walls, where I will never enter' (2: 457). In a modern literary aesthetic one can read novels which claim they are not novels, books which refuse to be books and texts which explore the very limits of textuality.
The text which follows Segalen's statement is already placed in an ambiguous state. It cannot and will not be a travelogue like Equipee. He writes, "Je dois clore, avant de l'avoir mene bien loin, ce cahier dont lesperais faire un livre. Le livre ne sera pas non plus. (Beau titre posthume a defaut d'un livre: 'Le livre qui ne fut pas'!) " `I must close, before having taken it very far, this notebook from which I hoped to make a book, The book will never be (A lovely posthumous title instead of a book: The book that never was!)' (2: 457). Segalen conditionalizes the entire project: "J'adopte
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 27, Iss. 1 [2003] Leys also has an ambiguous and unrealized relationship with women. He is described as having "Une ardeur, un elan, une beaute adolescente; un attrait evident, non point de lui vers la femme, mais de la femme pour lui" 'An ardor, a vigour, an adolescent beauty; an obvious attraction, not of him for the woman but of the woman for him' (2: 561). Yet Leys's possible encounters are never revealed entirely to the narrator who does not hide his love and appreciation for Leys Sega len as writer and narrator thus stages his truths for the reader just as Leys creates a scenography of reality for Sega len. The precious moments of being swept up in the imginary finally take on as much value as the real which will never ultimately be known.
Equipee and Rene Leys as well as the essay on exoticism are rich in reflections on the self and other, the aesthetic of difference and the unresolvable but fascinating conflict between real and imaginary. These texts are perpetually caught in a dialectics of perception and representation. Reading the text on the other can bring us back to our own experience in the image. Either we find ourselves there, particularly our younger selves formed by adventure books, or the text exposes us to something outside of ourselves. Then we are faced with a rupture or images we never lived. A recurring aesthetic concern of the twentieth century is the conflict between a desire for visual pleasure and an intellectual call to step outside of ourselves and examine the mechanisms of truth and representation at work in our world. Facets of these aesthetic concerns can be discovered by reading late nineteenth and early twentieth-century literature on the other, whether it take an exotic or ethnographic tone. By studying how the foreign other is portrayed one can see the beginnings of questions on the limits of literature and representation.
The modern literary aesthetic shimmers as a pleasurable yet eternal reflection on the impossibility of representation. How-must, despite the threat to the self, take into account the illusion of unity and the necessity of diversity. Or perhaps there is no true difference, there are only moments of diversity to send us back to ourselves. As Sega len puts it in his essay on exoticism:
"L'Exotisme n'est donc pas une adaptation; n'est donc pas la 2. Segalen introduces his thesis as an effort to "tenter l'analyse des tableaux de pathologie mentale releves-innombrables-dans notre actuelle litterature, mettre en relief la valeur des nevroses considerees comme materiaux artistiques, esquisser, en un mot, une breve esthetique des idees-malades" 'attempt the analysis of the innumberable depictions of mental pathology in literature from our time, to draw attention to the value of neuroses which are considered to be artistic material, in a word, to create a brief aesthetics of unwell ideas' (1:14).
3. Henri Bouillier has noted that some researchers see the discovery of Segalen's dead body with one shoe off and with a copy of Hamlet
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